The fetal thymus stores immature hemopoietic cells capable of differentiating into non-T lineage cells constituting the thymus stromal element.
Immature hemopoietic cell lines were established by transforming fetal thymocytes in vitro with a ts mutant of Abelson murine leukemia virus. They are positive for c-kit and IL-2R alpha but negative for lineage specific markers. Their TCR and Ig heavy chain genes are in germline configuration, and are expressed as germline gene transcripts. When these cell lines were stimulated in vitro with IL-1 their morphology changed into that of typical macrophages (M phi). Subsequent analysis of a particular clone, which displayed the morphological change at the highest efficiency among established cell lines, indicated that the clone possesses the capacity to differentiate into I-A-M phi capable of secreting several cytokines, and supporting the proliferation of fetal and adult thymocytes in vitro. If their surface markers are considered, their normal counterparts would be present in a minor subset of CD4-CD8- double-negative cells in the thymus in early development. The results raise the possibility that the thymic organ at an early stage of development stores immature hemopoietic cells capable of differentiating into a non-T lineage constituting the thymic stromal elements.